Longtime Chandler Recreation Volunteer
Reflects on Hershey Track History

by Ken Sipes and Liam O'Mahany, City of Chandler Recreation Division

This summer, the City of Chandler Recreation
bade a fond farewell to one of its longest-ten-
ured volunteers, who contributed greatly to the
success of the annual Hershey Track & Field
Meet for 30 years. As Sue Vant Hof, a physical
education teacher with the Chandler Unified
Schoo! District since 1976, embarked on her
retirement in June, she took some rime to look
back on her memorable experiences working
with the Chandler Recrearion staff.

Running has always been a part of Vant Hof’s life, dating back to her high
school davs in Oakland, California, where she ran track with well-known

actor Tom Hanks, who gave a great cinematic performance in which oth-

ers beckoned, “Run, Forrest, cun!”

An Arizona State University alum, Vant Hof has @ughe physical education
at hive difterent Chandler elementary schools, four of which she was parc
of opening, providing scores of Tocal students with her expertise on fitness
and achletics. Throughout her seaching career, Vant Hof has always been
an enthusiastic and reliable partner of the City of Chandler Recreation
Division. lending her time, knowledge and recruitment efforts to other
special evenes such as the Punt, Pass & Kick comperition and 5K Fun
Runs for residents. This langtime, valued. mutwally beneficial partnership
with Chandler Recreation began with a simple flier that was posted in the
hallway of her school.

“In 1980, [ saw a Hier posted on the school bulletin board advertising

the upcoming Jesse Owens Track Mee {in 1983, the Hershey Company
took over as funding sponsor, and the program’s national competition was
moved to Hershey, Pennsylvanial that was sponsored by the city of Chan-
dler.” Vaze Hot said. “1 immediarely volunteered tor the event because it
was something that was not offered when 1 was growing up, so I wanted
¢0 be parc of it and help it grow.”™ That first year. she rallied together 36
students from Frve Elementary School, and they walked as a group from
Frve to Austin Field at Chandler High School to participate in the track
meet. Feve won the all-around meet championship and walked back car-
rving the rophy.

Her favorite memory came when she was at Sanborn Elementary in
1993, She had just lefe Humphiey Elementary after winning the city
track championship for seven consecutive years. She remembers that the
students at Sanborn were not familiar wich rack and feld and had licde
experience to speak of tor these competitive activities. Since Humphrey
Elementary had won the championship tor many years, she felr that
Sanborn didnt have a chance in the mect. The wack meet came down 10
the final race in the girls 200-meter race, and Sanbora Elementary won
the race to tuke the championship. She tele thac this particular year was

“sweet,” and winning the championship was "unexpected” because the
students had lacked meaningful rack experience entering the event and
wete marched up against a school that was more established.

“Mrs. Vant Hof was an inspiration and always had a positive aritude
in helping me when I participazed in the softball throw at the Her-
shey Nationals in 2002 and 2004,” said MacKenzie Handel, a former
student of hers at Sanborn Elementary whao recently graduated from
Chandler High School. “She guided me through the process of advanc-
ing from the local meet to districts. then on to the state and national
fevels. She was always very committed to keeping her students active in
some kind of athletic activity.”

Vant Hof experienced some challenges in maintaining the participation
levels of the Hershey Track Meet in recent years. "It became harder to
recruit participants over the years because there was so much competivon
from other sports oftered 1o youth today. So many children are involved in
mote year-round club teams now,” she said.

She offers this advice to aspiring teachers and coaches: "Every child has

a gift, and it’s your job to find it by continually providing compliments
and being specific with your praise. Be honest and fair with every child,
because they can tell when you're not. It is important to set guidelines and
expectations for students to provide structure with boundaries while you
consistently push them to their goals.”

Vant Hof is proud to have coached 11 Chandler students who advanced
to the Hershey National Meer, and she recalled a banner year in 1995
when she sent a record 273 students to the local Chandler competition,
Her excellence with studencs was recognized when she received the Physi-
cal Education Teacher of the Year award in 1994, She also worked with
some noteworthy studenc-athletes, ranging from the nephesw of former
NBA guard and Boston Celtics General Manager Danny Ainge o Major
League Baseball player Cody Ransom to tormer NFL safery Adam Archu-
leta. Ransom and Archulera were inducted into the Chandler Sports Hall
of Fame in December 2009,

Now rhat she has retired, Vant Hof says she will remain active in running
clubs, jump-rope instruction and other health and wellness fundrasing
events in the Southeast Valley, As she hangs up her whistle and clipboard
and walks away from a storied career in the gymunasiums and art the tracks
of Chandler, she will still be found around local athletic competitions as a

participant, an observer, a fan, a friend or a volunteer.

As a lifelong educator and fitness advocare for children, Vant Hof will be
missed by the Chandler Unified School District and the Ciry of Chandler
Recreation Division for her contributions to making healthier, active stu-
dents for more than three decades. As she has often said 1o her students,
“Paticipasion is victory,” and “'The finish line is only the beginning.” Her
retirement marks a distinguished record of parsicipauon, lecadership and
mentoring, and her finish line now represents the stare of new adventures

in her life.
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